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By David Shamah

As a rebbe in a Gush Etzion
yeshivah and the author of a num-
ber of sefarim, job counseling was
the last thing Rabbi Yosef Tzvi
Rimon imagined he’d get involved
in. But not only did he get in-
volved, he received a special
award from President Shimon
Peres for his efforts in helping
Gush Katif refugees find work.

“We started small, and some-
how the whole thing snowballed
into a major effort,” Rabbi Rimon
told Hamodia. “So far, baruch
Hashem, our organization
JobKatif has helped over 900 peo-
ple find new jobs or businesses —
in many cases not only giving
them a respectable way to earn
money, but saving their mar-
riages and families as well.”

For many, losing a job is a ma-
jor personal crisis, tantamount to
losing their identity. But for Gush
Katif expellees, sudden unem-
ployment was just one of dozens
of major crises they had to deal
with. Losing their homes and com-
munities — basically being set
adrift, severed from every moor-
ing in their lives — was more pres-
sure than they could bear.

“In such circumstances, find-
ing a job might not seem like a
priority, but after becoming famil-
iar with the situation, it became
clear to me that getting resettled
in a new career was just the ther-
apy many of these people need-
ed,” said Rabbi Rimon. “Many of
the problems that resulted from
the disengagement — tensions
between spouses and the disillu-
sionment of children, with many
families cracking under the stress
— were at least partly the result
of the loss of status of the bread-
winner and his marginalization.
Getting back on their feet, eco-
nomically and in terms of career,
has helped many of them to sal-
vage and rebuild what they had
lost in their family lives.”

Rabbi Rimon’s involvement be-
gan shortly after the disengage-
ment, when he led a group from
his hometown of Alon Shvut to
Jerusalem, to visit refugees who
had been put up in hotels
throughout the city. “After visit-
ing a few times, it became clear
that many of the refugees felt
they had lost their purpose in life
because they had nothing produc-
tive to do.”

He realized that the best way
to help the refugees was to help
them find new work. “But I, as a
yeshivah rebbe, knew almost
nothing about how to find a job,”
he said. Networking, resume writ-
ing and interviewing for a job
were skills he had never thought
to develop.

But Rabbi Rimon did have one
natural talent — he knew how to
organize a project. And so, he
called on a small group of talent-
ed friends and neighbors who did
know a thing or two about how to
find a job. “From there the whole
thing mushroomed, until today
we, baruch Hashem, have 150 peo-
ple helping — all volunteers,” he
said. JobKatif quickly built up a
network of employers and suc-
ceeded in getting hundreds of re-
ferrals for jobs, while working
with the job-seekers to help them
polish their skills.

But finding jobs for many of
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the refugees proved to be a chal-
lenge. Most of them had been em-
ployed in a limited number of in-
dustries — mostly in agriculture
or as public-sector workers, such
as teachers, secretaries or admin-
istrators [in the Gush Katif
Regional Council]. And, of course,
there were those who had run a
gamut of small businesses.

For many of the former farm-
ers — about 80 percent — agricul-
ture was no longer an option.
“Many of the farmers were older
and felt burned out — unwilling
to get involved in long-term proj-
ects like rebuilding a fruit, flower
or vegetable export business,
since many had already lost their
markets. Besides, the government
has offered little land for the
refugees, despite all the talk of
how it is helping the farmers —
and almost none of it was in the
area where the refugees were liv-
ing.” As far as the former local
council workers were concerned,
they found that budget cuts had
left them with no government-
funded jobs elsewhere.

“Many of the job-training pro-
grams the government enrolled
the refugees in proved to be use-
less — for example, a group of
refugees took a tour-guide course,
but none were able to get a job
because they don’t work on
Shabbos,” Rabbi Rimon ex-
plained. Other problems — de-
pression, inadequate skills and
lack of preparation — plagued
many of the refugees, he added.

“So we realized that we need-
ed a more comprehensive ap-
proach, one that would take into
account everyone’s needs as much
as possible,” Rabbi Rimon said.

Counselors worked with each
person on an individual basis,
with a focus on pinpointing his
talents and abilities. “It really was
the only approach,” he said.
“These people have gone through
much more than any of us can
imagine, and their mental state
was very important to helping
them get into a new profession.”

After much effort — and mil-
lions of shekels, much of which

was raised by Rabbi Rimon in the
United States — JobKatif has
managed to get 900 working
adults, out of about 1,600, back on
the job.

“A few were able to find posi-
tions in areas they had worked in
before, but most are working in
new careers,” he said. “We
worked with each person to find
the right fit.”

It didn’t always go smoothly.
Some had to try a few different
jobs or careers to find what they
needed, with a good number of
the older refugees opting for their
own businesses. In fact, says
Rabbi Rimon, those who have
gone through JobKatif’s program
do better at business than most;
while the general success rate for
small businesses in their first year
is only about half, 94 percent of
JobKatif graduates who open
their own business remain open
— and profitable — after a year.

“It’s clear that we help them,
but a number like this only comes
through a great deal of siyatta
diShmaya, for which we are very
grateful,” he said.

As a result of these efforts,
Gush Katif refugees are now em-
ployed in a wide variety of busi-
nesses and professions that many
never imagined they would be
working in. “For example, one for-
mer farmer who realized he
would not be able to continue
working in agriculture, switched
from flowers to fish. He now
works in fish farming — aquacul-
ture — and is earning a good in-
come, baruch Hashem.” Another
refugee now makes ice cream,
and a third is in scrap metal and
aluminum production.

“In some cases, we helped peo-
ple utilize skills they
hadn’t used in years, such as the
man who opened a bicycle repair
shop in Yad Binyamin, having
learned how to fix bikes when he
was a teenager.”

Many of the jobs and business-
es the refugees now find them-
selves working in may seem sur-
prising to those who knew them
in their previous professions, “but

they really aren’t surprising to the
people doing the jobs. To them,
finding themselves in their new
profession is more like a revela-
tion, since they were always inter-
ested in doing these things,”
Rabbi Rimon says.

JobKatif’s greatest challenge is
finding jobs for older workers —
which in Israel means 50-plus.
“It’s very difficult for people in
this age group to get any job at
all, and if you’re not highly moti-
vated, your chances of landing
anything are slim,” he says.

While some in this group were
able to successfully open busi-
nesses, others were unable to —
and Rabbi Rimon wracked his
brain trying to figure out how to
help the over-50s.

The solution came to him
when he met with an elderly aunt
of his living in England. This
woman, in her 90s, was gainfully
employed — in telemarketing. “I
said to myself, ‘Why not have the
older people in Gush Katif do this
as well?” Older people have the
patience to handle telemarket-
ing, while younger people don’t
— and I discovered that older
people often do very well at tele-
marketing.” And so was born a
new career for about 25 former
Gush Katif residents in the over-
50 set — who do telemarketing
for a well-respected Israeli week-
ly.

“It>s a good start,” says Rabbi
Rimon, “but we still have 750
people out of work, many of them
over 50. Getting them started in
new careers is going to be the
hardest thing we’ve done yet, and
is going to cost far more than the
work we’ve already done.”

JobKatif has raised tens of mil-
lions of shekels, and it needs
more. “I have been to the United
States for fund-raising several
times, and now we are beginning
a high-gear fund-raising effort in
Israel, as well,” says Rabbi Rimon,
adding that JobKatif is the most
effective — and just about the
only — organization working in
the field right now with Gush
Katif refugees.

“Right after the disengage-
ment there were many organiza-
tions working to distribute food
and assistance, but many disap-
peared after awhile. As far as I
know, JobKatif is the most active
organization  working  with
refugees,” Rabbi Rimon says. “So
donors can be assured that their
money is well spent.”

And the need for money now is
acute — especially since JobKatif
gets no help from the govern-
ment. “As word spread of the
work we did, I got a lot of calls
from Knesset members and politi-
cians. I was even promised money,
with the government offering to
match the money we raised. But
so far, no money has been forth-
coming,” Rabbi Rimon says.

It’s not that his efforts are be-
ing ignored; witness his receipt in
July of the President’s Award for
Volunteerism.

“Receiving the President’s
Award for Volunteerism is a great
honor and privilege that encour-
ages us immensely,” he says. “But
we do not want those who are still
unemployed to feel, G-d forbid,
like we have arrived at the end
and are satisfied. I am happy that
we have succeeded in helping so
many people return to work, but
there are 750 people who are still
unemployed. I pray that Hashem
will give us the strength to suc-
ceed in helping them.

“Recently a story happened to
us that you could only call a nes,”
he says, describing how he was
able to help a young man build
not only a career, but a family.

“I got a call from a 27-year-old
man we had worked with, who
told me he had good news and
bad news,” recounts Rabbi
Rimon. “He told me he was get-
ting married, but didn’t have a
shekel to his name.” No money for
furniture, appliances — or a wed-
ding.

He asked Rabbi Rimon to help
him, telling him how desperate he
was. “I told him we would do what
we could, but that we just didn’t
have the resources to fund a wed-
ding.”

But then something strange
happened. “A few hours later, I
got a call from someone who told
me he wanted to donate — a wed-
ding hall!” The donor, it seems,
had signed a contract for a hall for
his son’s wedding, but decided to
go with a larger venue. Having
committed to the first hall, he was
reluctant to demand his money
back. “Instead, he decided to do-
nate it — and of course, I offered
it to the young man I had spoken
to earlier, who was ecstatic to
have a wedding hall that could
handle 300 guests.”

In fact, the donor was so happy
he was able to help, he even paid
for a band for the young man’s
wedding!

“That incident told me two
things,” said Rabbi Rimon. “One,
that Hashem is with us — such a
story is clearly a nes. And two,
that there are still many desper-
ate people among the Gush Katif
refugees. I feel privileged to be
able to help them in whatever
way I can.”

Readers who wish to help
JobKatif in its work or who want
more information, can call the or-
ganization (in Israel) at 072-212-
7125, or e-mail jobkatif@012.net.il



